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On May 11, Gen. Alfredo Stroessner cancelled a meeting between the Pope John Paul II and
the Builders of Society, a group sponsored by the Church that includes many intellectuals,
businesspersons, labor leaders and politicians who have often opposed the general's policies.
The papal entourage learned of Stroessner's decision in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The meeting was
scheduled to take place on May 17, during the Pope's three-day visit in Paraguay. No government
has previously canceled a papal event after the schedule for a visit had been agreed upon with
local bishops and the Vatican. From Paraguay, Reuters (05/11/88) reported that Msgr. Jorge Livieres
Banks, secretary general of the Paraguayan Bishops Conference, said, "We will go ahead with the
programming of this meeting because we see no reason to suspend it, and that is what we will tell
the papal representative." A statement published May 11 by the pro-government newspaper Patria
in Asuncion said the meeting was "suspended" for security reasons and to prevent the papal visit
from being "exploited." On the evening of May 12 the Vatican announced that the confrontation
with Stroessner's government had been resolved, and that the Pope would hold the meeting as
originally planned. An unnamed senior Vatican official cited by the New York Times (05/13/88) said
that the Paraguayan government had been informed that the Pope took the matter very seriously,
and considered his freedom of action and Paraguay's international reputation to be at stake. The
Church in Paraguay has adopted an increasingly critical stance on Stroessner's violations of human
rights and political freedoms. The Builders of Society was formed two years as part of an effort
to promote political pluralism. Stroessner's political allies refused an invitation to participate. At
a May 16 ceremony at the presidential palace attended by Gen. Stroessner, civilian and military
leaders and the diplomatic corp, Pope John Paul called on the general and his government to respect
human rights. Stroessner responded that his Colorado Party's symbol represents struggle at the
service of freedom, democracy and human rights. According to the Pope, respect for human rights
is not a question of political convenience, but rather derives from the dignity of the individual. Any
offense against an individual human being, he said, is an offense against his dignity and that of
others. He called on the Paraguayan government to seek measures to facilitate political dialogue,
and greater participation of all citizens in public life. The irrefutable challenge of human morality,
said the Pope, is to inform the exercise of public power in its option for the truth, justice and liberty,
which must be reflected in institutional and legal instruments that regulate national life. He said,
"If a believer follows his/her Christian commitment, s/he will also be a strong defender of justice,
peace, freedom and honor in public and private life, the right to life, and individual rights." The
Pope emphasized that his visit was pastoral and religious in nature, and thus not political. He
then pointed out that the message of Christ is a profoundly human one, rather than exclusively
divine. "The moral dimension is a reality present in all human activity, in individual and community
spheres, in...economic, political and social realities...[T]he evangelical message must be projected
onto these realities to illuminate them, contributing to the solution of problems and attaining
objectives that favor the common good. "Realizing objectives for the common good of humanity
presupposes the attainment of...conditions of peace and justice, security and order, material and
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intellectual development indispensable for each person to live in dignity. "Politics has an essential
ethical dimension, because it is above all at the service of humanity. It is the obligation and within
the competence of the public power to create and promote those social conditions that favor the
authentic welfare of all individual persons. "The state and the church can cooperate in service
to humanity, each in its particular sphere of activity. The church and the state have legitimate
autonomy within their respective spheres of competence. These spheres converge in the service of
humanity, and both are called on to devise a mutual and fruitful collaboration." The Pope reiterated
his perspective on international economic relations in Paraguay: "The strongest and most wealthy
nations must feel morally responsible...[to participate]...in constructing a genuine international
system characterized by the recognition of the fundamental equality of all peoples combined
with due respect of their legitimate differences... "Economically weak countries...assisted by other
peoples and the international community at large...would be capable of supporting the common
good, and perserving their treasures of humanity and culture which must not be lost." Earlier in
the day when Stroessner met the Pope at the international airport in Asuncion, he declared that
Paraguayans do not suffer from terrorism, hunger or drug abuse. "The government," he said, "is
always responsive to the people, listening to their concerns." The Pontiff will leave Paraguay on
May 18. In a speech during the ceremony, Stroessner said that individual rights in Paraguay are
fully exercised, and not only a theoretical proclamation contained in the constitution. The political
opposition and many leaders of the Catholic Church in Paraguay have accused the government
of corruption, human rights violations, transgressing constitutional provisions permitting press
liberties and free assembly, and of controlling political parties through the nation's electoral court
which denies recognition to the opposition. In 1985, the Church proposed a national political
dialogue, which was rejected by the government. The latter said such dialogue was not necessary
since "constitutional institutions were intact and observant." The dialogue suggested by the Church
was devised to bring representatives all social sectors together to study national problems and offer
proposals for their solution. (Basic data from AP, 05/16/88; New York Times, 05/12/88, 05/13/88)
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